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BRITISH PORTRAITS
OF
WOMEN READING
Deborah Kennedy

he presence of books in portxaitxire has a long history,
ranging from paintings of Christian saints holding the gos
pels, to scholars like Erasmus or Thomas Cranmer in their
smdies, and to author portraits Hke Sir Godfrey KneUer's 1122 Alexander
Pope. Books and other accessories were often used in a portrait to signify
the subject's profession, interests, or accomplishments. In Andrew
Wilton's words, the sitters are surrounded by objects characteristic of
them."^ During the eighteenth century there was a significant increase
in reading and writing among British women, and the art of the period
provides a visual record of that important cultural change. Today one
can find mass-market postcards and calendars feamring pictures of
women reading. But it is to the eighteenth century that one must turn
to understand the popularization of an image that legitimized the
coexistence of intelligence and femininity [Figure 1].
There are a vast number of paintings that depict a woman reading,
which suggests that the subject has been a congenial one for artists,
sitters, and viewers. Early Christian paintings of the Virgin Mary reading

' Andrew Wilton, Five Centuries of British Painting (London; Thames and Hudson, 2001), 12.
Cop)'Tight © 2009 AMS Press, Inc. Allri^ts reserved.
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were an important and influential example of the genre.^ In Protestant
iconography, books were often used in depictions of Lady Jane Grey
and Queen Elizabeth I. Roy Strong describes the well-known picture of
Elizabeth (when a Princess) holding a book, "as the young and virtuous
bluestocking of whom her tutor Roger Asham was so justly proud."^ A
book was not always just a book. Sometimes it was the Book of Books:
the Bible. But, other times it could be a conduct book, a book of poetry,
or a popular work of fiction.
In the eighteenth century, one did not have to be famous or a
member of the aristocracy to sit for a portrait, since portraimre became
a growing business, with many clientele from the wealthy middle class.
For a female sitter to be portrayed reading conferred a sense of
gentility.'^ As Alison Conway has remarked "the book stands as a symbol
of...civility and education."^ While flowers, fruit, ribbons, and fans had
been, and continued to be, common accessories in women's portraits,
books were nowincluded with some frequency. It was especially around
the mid-century, that this trend began to emerge, and to analyze this
development I will concentrate on a representative sample of British
paintings from around 1750 to 1770.
Due to the cost of having a portrait done, there were, in David
Piper's words, "hardly any serious portraits yet of the less than well-todo."^ Although women and girls of the poorer classes were learning to
read in great numbers in the first half of the eighteenth century, there
is little visual evidence of this. Generic pictures of the poor from this
period do not tend to include books, though John Brewer has identified
examples of cottagers reading the Bible.' However, one enduring and
well-known image of a female reader can be found in the pair of figures

^ See David LyleJ effrey, Peopk of the Book Christian Identity andUteraiy Culture (Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1996), 215; and Women and the Book, ed. Jane Taylor and Leslie Smith
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997).
' Roy Strong, Gloriana: The Portraits ofQueen Elizabeth I (London: Thames and Hudson, 1987),
9.
See Erin M. Budis, "Picturing Gentility" and Catherine J. Golden, "Reading the Woman
Reader," in Picturing Gentility: Portraits of Women in American Art (Glens FaUs: Hyde Collection,
2000), 10,33-37.
^ See Alison Conway, Private Interests: Women, Portraiture, andthe VisualCulture ofthe English Novel
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 42.
" David Piper, The English Face (London: Thames and Hudson, 1957), 154.
'J ohn Brewer, The Pleasures ofthe ImaffnaHon: English Culturein the EighteenthCentury (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1997), 170-71.

British Portraits of Women Reading

67

known as the Chanty SchoolBoj and the Chanty SchoolGirl, sculptures of
which still exist, commemorating the British CharitySchool movement,
which had been greatly supported by the SPCK, the Society for
Promoting Christian Knowledge [Figure 2]. The statues at St. Ed
ward's Charity School, which date from 1728, have recently been
described as follows; "Boy, one leg slightly bent holds his school cap in
left hand, a scroU in his right....Girl wears her cap and holds a book in
right hand, a paper in left. Looks serious."® The Charity School Girl is
supposed to look serious, because her reading material is primarily the
Bible and the Book of Common Prayer. This very public image
promotes girls' reading and Christianity, and it contributes to the
developing iconography of the British female reader.
The idea of the charity school girl as an avid reader was taken up
by Samuel Johnson in two essays from 1758 published in his journal the
Idler. Betty Broom, as Johnson names her, recounts her life story and
explains that when she left school people often looked at her with
suspicion because she was a servant who excelled at reading, writing,
and doing accounts. Things end happily, however, for Johnson's Betty
Broom when she inherits five hundred pounds and plans to devote
some of her own time to "teaching poor gitls to read and write."®
Johnson himself was a generous advocate of women's education: one
sees that in his portrayal of the learned Princess Nekayah and her
handmaiden Pekuah in Rasselas (1759), but his story of Betty Broom
draws attention specifically to the need for education among the lower
classes as well.
The question of what books one was reading was an important
issue both inside the charity school and in the world at large. In portraits
of women reading, usually there is no indication what the book is, but
other features like the woman's expression, her posture, the location
where she is reading, and so on, communicate sufficiently the propriety
of the reading, as Kate Flint has also noted in her study of nineteenthcentury examples.'® While I am concentrating here on the place of the
book in women's portraits, it should be noted that depictions of a

'This description can be found in the Public Monument and Sculpture Association, National
Recording Project, website, "Charity School Boy and Girl" (http://pmsa.courtauld.ac.uk).
' Samuel Johnson, nos. 26 and 29, The Idler, ed. W. J. Bate,John M. BulUtt, and L. F. Powell
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), 1:80-S3, 89—92, 92.
Kate Flint, The Woman Keader, 1837-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1993), 321-22.
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woman reading a letter were also popular and constimte a separate genre
in themselves. But they often conveyed the idea of a romantic narrative
exclusively since the letter would usually be assumed to be a love letter,
so their connotations were different from those involving books in
general.
On the few occasions when the title of a book is identified, there
is usually a reason for doing so. It can aUude to a book famous at the
time the portrait is being done (such as Sir Joshua Reynolds's 1771
portrait of his niece Theophilia Pa/mer reading Clarissa), or it can be used
to reflect the sitter's interests. The evangelical activist Sekna, Countess
of Huntingdon, posed with a Bible on more than one occasion. In a
1760 portrait of Mary Goddardhj Sir Joshua Reynolds (which survives
only as a print) the name "Milton" stands out clearly on an open page,
indicating that she is reading an approved English author." Tilly Kettle's
1762 portrait of a yonng Anna Seward also shows her reading Milton.
In the classic devotional work of Anglicanism William Law's 1728
A Serious Call to a Devout and HolyUfe, girls and women are encouraged
to read as part of their religious education. Law uses a contrast between
two sisters, the more flighty Flavia and the exemplary Miranda. Of
Flavia he writes, "She will sometimes read a book of piety, if it is a short
one"; while for Miranda, "such books are her greatest delight," and "she
is sometimes afraid that she lays out too much money in books.
Similarly, Samuel Richardson's two great heroines, from Pamelain 1740
and Clarissa in 1748, are avid readers of godly works.
Images of what one could call wayward readers became more
prominent at the end of the century, alongside growing debates about
and satires on women's reading. The portrayal of a woman reading
could sometimes carry with it an erotic suggestiveness, as seen in
portraits of Madame de Pompadour who was known for her learning
but also for being a court mistress, as Elise Goodman has recently
discussed." However, as Katharine Rogers has pointed out, the
propriety of the middle-class English bluestocking contrasted the image

'' David Mannings, Sirjoshua K^noldsiA Complete Catalogue o/HlsPamtlngs, 2 vols. (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2000), 269.
William Law, A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Ufe (New York: Vintage, 2002), 62, 72.
Elise Goodman, The Portraits of Madame de Pompadour Celebrating the Femme Savante (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2000).
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Figure 1: Girl with a Book Seated in a Bark (also sometimes titled Portrait of a Womaii)
(1750), by Thomas Gainsborough. 75.9 x 66.7 cm. Courtesy of the Yale
Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection
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Figure 2: Photograph, Charity School Girl (1957). Courtesy of The Times, London, NI.
Syndication Limited.
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Figure 3: Woman Blading ly a Paper-Bell Shade (1766), by Henry Robert Morland.
Courtesy of the Yale Center for British Art, Paul MeUon Collection.
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Figure 4: Lady with a Spaniel (ca. 1750), by Thomas Gainsborough.
29.5 X 24.5 in. Courtesy of the Huntington Library.
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Figure 5: l^dj Eden (1770), by G. H. Every, after Thomas
Gainsborough. Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, London.
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Figure 6; David Garrick (1770), by Thomas Gainsborough. 75.6 x 63.2 cm.
Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, London.
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Figure 7: Margaret Tyers and Her Husband George Rogers
(also sometimes tided George and Margaret Rogers) (1750), by Francis Hayman.
90.25 X 69.75 cm. Courtesy of the Yale Center for British Art.
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Figure 8: Maty Adam (1754), by Allan Ramsay. 1754. 94 x 71 cm.
Courtesy of the Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.
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Figure 9; Frances Brooke (ca. 1771), by CatJaerine Read. 72.4 x 60 cm.
Courtesy of the Library and Archives of Canada.
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Figure 10; TheUlyan Silyl(1651), by Guercino. 1651.116.2 x 96.9 cm.
Courtesy of the Royal Collection and Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 11.

British Portraits of Women Reading

.f

-v

-y JjU^«»»Wii/«Mir y<>
at*

.A't/
.A'i/

Figure \\\ AkxanderPope (1722), after Sir Godfrey Kneller.
Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery.
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of the aristocratic salonniere or femme savante m France.^'' As early as
1694, Mary Astell recommended that girls read "a few well chosen and
good" books; and "not idle novels and romances."^^ Still, women
readers have been famously parodied: in a memorable scene from
Richard Sheridan's play The Rim/s (1771), Lydia Languish has to hide the
rakish novels she has borrowed from the circulating library.^® Overall,
though, the book tends to be used as a symbol of respectability in
British paintings.
The setting in which the woman reads is an important element in
these portraits. A generic picmre by Henry Robert Morland provides an
excellent example of a woman reading indoors. In Morland's Woman
Reading bj a Paper-Bell Shade (1766), the scene is a refined and elegant one
[Figure 3]. Very litde background is shown, but an atmosphere of cakn
elegance is created by the soft lighting and by the woman's tasteful
clothes and jewelry. Her eyes are cast modestly downward on the page,
and her hand touches the open book as if she is ready to mm the page
again. There is an air of the voyeuristic about the picmre, which seems
inevitable whenever a sitter is depicted acmally in the act of reading."
But the young woman's demeanor is significant, and the lamp itself and
wooden table add to the picmre of respectability. She is not lying on a
sofa, nor is she supported by luxurious cushions as in the famous
brightly lit and colorful Fragonard picture A Young Girl Reading (ca.
1776). Ina Ferris has discussed the association of "sofas and soft
ness"—2L reclining posmre being associated with dubious forms of
reading—^in contrast to "legitimate upright reading."^®
Henry Robert Morland's young woman is sitting upright with her
chin leaning gendy on her hand. We may not know what she is reading,
but it does not look "dangerous" to quote a term used by Jacqueline
Pearson." Instead, Morland presents a model of femininity, for the
" Katharine M. Rogers, "The View from England," in Samia Spencer, ed. French Women and
theEn£ghtenment(Q\ootcai\^os\x Indiana University Press, 1984), 361.
" Mary Astell, A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, ed. Patricia Spring-bore (Peterborough; Broad
view, 2002), 78, 83.
Richard Brinsley Sheridan, The Pdvals, ed. Michael Cordner (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998), lS-23.
"See Alex Kidson'sanalysis of GeorgeRomney's Serena 'ea George Romn^ (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2002), 166.
Ina Ferris, The Achievement of Literary Authority (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), 40.
"Jacqueline Pearson, Women'sPeadinginhritain, 1750-1835:A DangerousPecreation (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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lamp casts its light on her book but it also shows the beauty of her hair,
which is demurely pinned up, and it illuminates her skin, suggesting
both purity and a sensuality contained within the bounds of decorum.
Morland's subject is not especially scholarly, nor could her reading ever
be used to ridicule her; instead, she is the idealized British reader, and
her image was literally engraved in the minds of the public by a 1768
mezzotint version of the painting.
A surprising number of portraits depict a woman reading outdoors
in a garden or wooded area, or closer to the house on a balcony or
patio. Perhaps one of the best known is George Smbbs's iMdj Reading
in a Wooded Park (ca. 1768), a picture that has an air of romance, and is
dominated by the ethereal woods surrounding the female figure. Two
of Thomas Gainsborough's early paintings that feature a woman reading
use outdoor settings: his Padj with a Spanieland Girl with a Rook Seated in
a Park (both dated around 1750) [Figures 4 and 1]. The former
presents a harmonious existence; the brown and white spaniel looks
with attention and affection towards its mistress, who has a contented
expression as she holds her open book on her modest yet delightful
pink dress. With the sleeve of her dress casually encircling the limb of
the tree on which she leans, already one sees Gainsborough's genius for
placing his subject comfortably in a natural setting.
The second painting, Gainsborough's Girl with a Book Seated in a
Park, conveys a sense of the young woman being engaged with her
world. She is not far from home. Shelter and protection are near at hand
since a large mansion looms in the background and a classical statue and
fountain stand nearby. In this picture, the stream is of particular interest
because her foot is right at the edge of the water, suggesting the world
of the imagination. She has come out of the house to claim for herself
the pleasures of solitude and reading. Attempts to identify the sitter in
each of the Gainsborough portraits have been unsuccessful so the
generic titles remain, and in fact, the terms "Girl Reading" or "Lady
Reading" became used often enough that they constitute a particular
type of genre picture.
In both portraits the book is open, giving one the impression of
the sitter actually in the process of reading it. In some portraits the
books are closed or piled near the sitter, which can create a different
effect. However, it was common in pictures of a man reading or of a
woman reading to show the sitter holding the book open at a certain
page. Thomas Gainsborough's Padj Eden (ca. 1770) is an elegant
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example of an intetior view of this posture [Figure 5]. In this tightly
focused half-length, the whole picture has a softness to it, even Lady
Eden's hair, which is set high in the fashion of the day and draws the
eye upward. Her expression is benevolent, and the placement of the
book adds to the image of sensibility. Lady Eden's small book is nearly
covered by her hands and the fringe of her shawl, as if she were shy
about drawing attention to her reading. One can contrast this to
Gainsborough's famous portrait of David Garrick (1770) where the open
book, displayed with ease, symbolizes Garrick's profession as an actor
[Figure 6].2°
In the case of identified portraits of named women, the use of a
book in the picture might signify something about her own particular
life or interests. In general, reading would be regarded as a conventional
pastime, and while I am concentrating on portraits of a woman who is
alone, it should be remembered that reading was sometimes a social
activity, in which books were read aloud by men, women, and children
in family groups. For instance, in a letter of 1719, the Countess of
Hertford wrote that "Robinson Crusoe diverts us extremely; Lord
Hertford reads it to Mrs. Marrow and I whilst we worL"^^ Gill Perry
lists reading among the traditional activities depicted in portraits of the
period: "Sewing, reading, listening, holding children and pets were
among [the]...repertoire of intimate domestic activities deemed
appropriate for women sitters from both the middle and upper
classes."^
While I have not included conversation pieces in this study, reading
is occasionally depicted in group portraits, though activities like
needlework and music are more common. A good example of this easy
acceptance of the woman reading is the double portrait of Margaret Tjers
and Her Husband George Rogers (1748-1750) [Figure 7] by Gainsbor
ough's mentor Francis Hayman, which Michael Rosenthal has used in
^ See Desmond Shawe-Taylor, Genial Company. The Theme of Genius in Eighteenth-Centuiy
Portraiture (Nottingham: Nottingham University Art Gallery,1987), 41;and Angela Rosenthal,
"She's Got the Look!: Eighteenth-Century Female Portrait Painters and the Psychology of a
Potentially 'Dangerous Employment,'" in Portraiture: Facing the Subject, ed. Joanna Woodall
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), 159.
Lady Hertford is quoted in Helen Sard Hughes,The Gentle Hertford: Her Life and Letters(New
York: Macmillan, 1940), 50.
^ Gill Perry, "Women in Disguise," in Feminini^ and Masculinity in Eighteenth-Gentury Art and
Culture, ed. Gill Perry and Michael Rossington (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1994), 30.
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conjunction with Gainsborough's Girl with a Book Seated in a Bark?^ With
her husband standing beside her, Margaret Tyers sits comfortably on a
bench. Her right hand gracefully points to something in the open book
on her lap. She and her husband both look pleasandy toward the viewer,
exuding a sense of youthful health and promise. Hayman's portrait of
the couple, set outdoors, epitomizes the ideal of a cultured life. A book
in a portrait could lend a sense of elegance to the sitter and imply an
intelligence or seriousness that enhanced her self-image.
Among identified portraits, one of the best examples is the 1754
painting by Allan Ramsay of Mary Adam, the mother of the famous
Scottish architect Robert Adam [Figure 8] A At the time the portrait
was done, Mary Adam had been a widow for several years. Her husband
William Adam, an influential architect in his own right, had died in
1748, and he had been a friend of Allan Ramsay's father. In her portrait,
Mary Adam is dressed with modesty in her widow's weeds, and she is
holding a small book, of the duodecimo size often used for devotional
books or poetry. Her fingers carefully mark the page she had been
reading, while she holds a pair of glasses in her other hand. The portrait
reflects Mary Adam's reputation as a "benevolent" matriarch.^®
The mood of the painting can be contrasted to that of Joseph
Wright of Derby's 1769 Mrs. John Ashton. As a portrait artist, Joseph
Wright of Derby often found his clients among members of the
mercantile class, and one of his most famous paintings is of a man
reading: Brooke Boothbj (1780-81). Benedict Nicolson explains that the
use of books in the portraits of the ladies of the Ashton family indicated
the sitters' desire to be shown as cultured people.^'^ But Wright's Ashton
portraits still lack the appearance of gracefulness to which his subjects
aspired. Instead, it is Ramsay's Maiy Adam that exudes a sense of
gentility. For Mary Adam the book is a sign of the learned and artistic
circles surrounding her own family.
See Michael Rosenthal, The Art of Thomas Gainsborough:"A Little Businessfor the Eye" (fieve
Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 133; andBrian Allen,
(New Haven:Yale
University Press, 1987), 46.
Alastair Smart, Allan Ramsay: Painter, Essayistand Man ofthe Enlightenment(New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1992), 107-8. See Ellis Waterhouse, "An Impressive Panorama of British
Portraiture,"
105 (April 1977): 245.
^ Margaret Sanderson, Robert Adam and Scotland: Portrait if an Architect (Edinburgh: HMSO,
1992), 33.
Benedict Nicolson,/or^AWrightofDeriry: Painter of Light(London: Roudedge andKegan Paul,
1968), 99-100.
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In the final section of this essay, I would like to turn briefly to the
use of books in portraits of British women who were themselves
published authors. In general, eighteenth-century portraits of women
writers only occasionally include books or writing instmments. One
portrait that provides a very interesting example of a woman writer
reading is that of the British novelist Frances Brooke (1724—1789)
[Figure 9]. This painting is also important since it was done by
Catherine Read (1723—1778), one of the few well-known women artists
of the period.^^ Read executed the portrait around 1771, when Frances
Brooke was forty-seven years old and at the height of her career, having
just published to acclaim TheHisto^ of'Emily Montague (1769), a book set
in Canada and based on Brooke's residence there with her husband, an
Anglican chaplain.
The 1771 portrait of Frances Brooke is similar in style to portraits
of other literary women painted by Catherine Read in the 1760s, namely
those of Elizabeth Carter (1764) and Catherine Macaulay (1765). Read
also employed the genre of the reading woman in her portrait of the
socialite Miss Jones (PoUy Jones or Kennedy; ca. 1767), in which the
subject is shown in beautiful eighteenth-century dress, holding a book
on the table.
In Frances Brooke's portrait, one book is open and her arm rests
on another. The background is dark, but her face is clearly lit. Her
flowing robes are soothing in color, and they are in a style similar to
what GiU Perry calls the "pseudo-classical dress" often used in larger
full-length portraits of the day.^® Brooke herself is depicted leaning her
head slightly on her hand, which draws attention to her head, and thus
to the life of the mind, the seat of reason. Douglas E. Schoenherr has
compared her posture to Guercino's Ubyan Sibyl (1651), a work
purchased by George III in the 1760s and published in an undated
engraving by Bartolozzi.^' On display at the 2004 Queen's Gallery
exhibition George III andQueen Charlotte, The Ubyan Sibyl is an impressive
painting, with deep coloring and an aura of quiet [Figure 10]. Guerci-

" See Lady Victoria Manners, "Catherine Read; The 'English Rosalba,'" The Connoisseur,
December 1931:376-86; "Catherine Read and Royal Patronage," The Connoisseur,]anuary 1932:
35-40; "Catherine Read: The Last Phase," The Connoisseur, March 1932: 171-78.
^ Gill Perry, "Women in Disguise," 27—29.
® Douglas E.Schoenherr, "Catherine Read (1723-1778),"in ^ Place in Histo^: Twenty Years of
Acquiring Paintings, Drawings, and Prints at the National Archives of Canada (Ottawa: National
Archives, 1991), 152—57.
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no's Sibyl has a womanly physique, and she is seated comfortably, while
reading intendy. William BeattyWarner and Peter H. Pawlowicz identify
a similar type of reading posture in the print entitled Meditatio, based on
the Iconohgia of Cesare Ripa in which the female figure of Meditation is
"holding up her Head with her Hand, [which] denotes the Gravity of her
thoughts."^ Structurally, this also resembles what David Piper calls "the
poetic melancholic head-on-hand pose," seen in author portraits such
as Sir Godfrey Kneller's 1722 portrait of Alexander Pope.^' Kneller
acutely emphasizes the inner life by depicting the poet's fingers grasping
his forehead [Figure 11],
In Read's painting, Frances Brooke's expression has a delicacy and
sofmess to it. Her shoulders and arms are slightly curvaceous and
matronly. Brooke's husband, the Reverend John Brooke (1709-1789),
was also painted by Read, and his portrait is more a simple representa
tion, a head. His clerical dress represents his vocation, just as the books
do his wife's. The portrait of Frances Brooke is a warm and humane
picture, one in which the subject looks directly at the observer. Hers is
not a threatening glance; she is a woman happily at home in the world
of books. It is a revealing sign of the progress of women's education
that in the eighteenth century it became a matter of convention for a
woman to be portrayed reading.

"William BeattyWarner, "Staging Readers Kei(Mng," EigAtee/ith-Centu^ Fiction 12 (2000): 408;
and Peter H.Pawlowicz, "Reading Women: Text and Image in Eighteenth-Centnry England,"
in The Consumption of Culture, 1600—1800, ed. Ann Bermingham and John Brewer (London:
Routledge, 1995), 50.
" David Piper, The Image of the Poet: British Poets and Their Portraits (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1982), 72.

